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Books and Media 
Blazing Ahead: Benton MacKaye, Myron 
Avery, and the Rivalry That Built the 
Appalachian Trail 
By Jeffrey H. Ryan
Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2017.  
304 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-064-7.  
Price: $18.95 (paperback).
It is not surprising that an enterprise 
as monumental as a 2,190-mile hiking trail would 
be fraught with challenges: conceptual, physical, 
political, and financial. Blend in strong person-
alities, deeply held beliefs, and competing interests, and you’ve got yourself 
quite a story. Jeffrey Ryan has written a tightly researched, well-crafted book 
that will interest both hiking enthusiasts and history buffs, while also satisfy-
ing readers who like their sagas spicy and their heroes flawed. 
The title is a bit deceptive because the Benton MacKaye and Myron Avery 
who emerge from these pages are not, strictly speaking, rivals. Most of the 
book is about their relationships with other people—and with the genesis of 
the trail itself—rather than with each other. Ryan characterizes them as “two 
men driven by completely different motivations.” MacKaye is “the dreamer” 
and Avery “the doer,” and although we might feel more drawn to one than to 
the other as we get to know them better throughout the book, Ryan helps us 
understand why both were essential to the Appalachian Trail’s creation and 
development.
MacKaye will always be credited with the idea, a utopian concept he out- 
lined in 1921. The plan envisioned people living and working in rural 
communities beside a pristine swath of wilderness that would serve as a 
natural refuge from the stresses of routinized lives. His original proposal called 
for a hiking trail to run continuously between the two highest mountains in 
the eastern United States—Mount Mitchell in North Carolina and Mount 
Washington in New Hampshire—and it included detailed plans for the 
contiguous settlements that would nestle along its flanks. Within a year, 
the plan had expanded, calling for a trail from Georgia to Maine. MacKaye was 
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the quintessential idea man, spending long hours mapping his proposed trail, 
and writing and speaking in great detail about the benefits the comprehensive 
plan would offer Americans from all walks of life. 
The main rival to MacKaye’s vision was not Avery but rather the changing 
character of the country, as more and more families purchased assembly-line-
built automobiles and headed out, not on foot, but on wheels. Demands 
for scenic roads grew, and MacKaye found himself at odds with planners 
who responded to that demand by building parkways and highways along 
stretches of the very route he had hoped to keep pristine. 
Avery, a native Mainer with an avid interest in Katahdin, his state’s highest 
peak, entered the picture in 1927. He was enthusiastic about MacKaye’s 
continuous trail idea but concerned that little actual trail building had been 
done. A driven, action-oriented man, Avery set about gathering support for 
the work and ultimately did a good deal of it with his own hands. Over the 
next 24 years, until his death at only 52 in 1952, Avery tirelessly labored to 
complete and maintain the trail and to guide its use as the longtime president 
of the Appalachian Trail Conference.
The definitive rift between MacKaye and Avery occurred in the mid-1930s, 
as MacKaye grew increasingly upset at the road-building enthusiasts and with 
Avery’s acceptance of compromise as necessary to the trail’s existence. For his 
part, Avery criticized MacKaye for not taking a more hands-on approach to 
trail work. Deeming his vision for the AT irredeemable, MacKaye withdrew 
from the fray, cofounding the Wilderness Society in 1935 and leaving behind 
an Appalachian Trail Conference he considered overly pragmatic. Avery then 
had free rein to pursue his own vision, which was to promote the trail as a 
distinct entity.
Ryan portrays the two men as exceptional and brilliant but flawed. In 
the end, MacKaye comes across as the more noble, but that has less to 
do with his AT vision and more to do with Avery’s thorny nature, which 
alienated many besides MacKaye. Ryan quotes extensively—sometimes too 
extensively—from Avery’s voluminous correspondence with a wide variety of 
people, revealing a man who was often rigid, self-righteous, unforgiving, and 
insulting to those who disagreed with him, even as he succeeded in making 
great things happen.
One of the benefits of reading Ryan’s book is the chance to revisit our own 
conception of wilderness and its importance to us as humans, a notion that 
continues to be advanced—and threatened—today. Neither man could have 
predicted the numbers of hikers who visit the Appalachian Trail today nor 
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the impact the crowds of thru-hikers are having on the landscape, notably on 
Avery’s beloved Katahdin. But MacKaye came close to predicting the future 
when he told an interviewer in 1975, shortly before his death at the age of 96, 
“What I hope is that [the Appalachian Trail] won’t become a racetrack. I for 
one would give the prize to the person that took the longest time.”
—Lucille Stott 
AMC’s Mountain Skills Manual: The 
Essential Hiking and Backpacking Guide
By Christian Bisson and Jamie Hannon 
Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2017.  
320 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-025-8.  
Price: $21.95 (paperback).
What I like about this new guide is 
its straightforward approach that covers a 
lot of ground without straying too far afield. 
There are many guides to hiking and back- 
packing, perhaps as many as there are trails in 
the White Mountains, and some of those guides get so wrapped up in minu-
tiae they can’t see the proverbial forest for the trees. But these experienced hik-
ers who teach adventure at New Hampshire’s Plymouth State University have 
earned the right to call their book “the essential” guide—especially because it 
is published by one of the oldest outdoors clubs. 
Everything you need to know before setting out on the trail—from gear to 
food to weather and even wilderness ethics—is included, in an easy-to-read 
format that is the hallmark of Appalachian Mountain Club publications.
Seasoned hikers tend to take for granted such basic information as how 
to pitch a tent and keep your sleeping bag dry, but although Mountain Skills 
Manual appears to be geared for the novice, it also contains several “pro tips” 
that even those with extensive experience will find helpful. To wit: “You can 
use your body heat to dry your socks at night. Place the socks you’ve been 
wearing during the day (they will most likely be a little moist) inside your 
pants or long underwear, on each side of your groin. This way your femoral 
arteries and the warm blood they carry will slowly dry your socks while you 
sleep.” (I’ve always just shoved my socks anywhere in the sleeping bag; the 
groin business sounds a little uncomfortable, but I will give it a try.)
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This book is full of practical suggestions that will keep you safe, well 
equipped, comfortable, and able to enjoy the trip. Anyone contemplating 




AMC’s Best Day Hikes in the  
Catskills & Hudson Valley: Four-Season 
Guide to 60 of the Best Trails, from 
the Hudson Highlands to Albany (Third 
Edition)
By Peter W. Kick
Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2017.  
336 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-054-8.  
Price: $19.95 (paperback).
AMC’s Best Day Hikes Near  
Washington, D.C.: Four-Season Guide 
to 50 of the Best Trails in Maryland, 
Virginia, and the Nation’s Capital 
(Second Edition)
By Beth Homicz and Annie Eddy




There’s a whole world of trails outside of 
New England, and it’s nice that the Appalachian 
Mountain Club is working to publish guidebooks 
covering so many regions up and down the Eastern Seaboard. These two new 
editions covering the Catskills and the Washington, D.C., area will guide you 
to through more than 600 miles of trails within a few hours of New York City 
and on 50 outings in or near the nation’s capital.
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As always in AMC guidebooks, there are maps, photos, charts, and scads of 
useful advice. So, next time you contemplate a hike, consider bypassing New 
Hampshire’s White Mountains and head for Washington Irving territory, or 
that other Washington farther south. And take the AMC guidebooks.
—Steve Fagin
Go Take a Hike! Hiking Tips and Outings 
for Seniors in Western Maine and the 
White Mountains
By Allen Crabtree 




If you spend any time tramping over 
mountain trails, chances are you’re just as likely 
to cross paths with a senior citizen as a young 
whippersnapper. Maybe you yourself are of a 
certain age.
The stereotype of the doddering retiree wasting away on a couch in front 
of the TV has long since been replaced by the image of a veteran outdoor 
enthusiast—maybe a little slower but still active in mind, body, and spirit.
Allen Crabtree, an author who enjoyed a long career in senior natural 
resource leadership positions around the country, including heading New 
Hampshire Fish and Game, could certainly qualify as a poster boy for this 
movement. A longtime woodland rambler who has been a Scoutmaster and 
Sierra Club hike leader, Crabtree continues to write a regular hiking column 
for the Bridgton News in his home state of Maine, where he also is co-leader 
of the Denmark Mountain Hikers, a group of mainly seniors who climb a 
mountain every week. 
Crabtree uses his extensive background in hiking and writing to put 
together this well-organized, informative, and entertaining compendium that 
hikers of all ages will appreciate.
Generously illustrated with maps, photographs, and charts containing 
detailed trail descriptions, Go Take A Hike! includes 75 suggested itineraries, 
ranging from such easy outings as Bald Pate Mountain in South Bridgton, 
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Maine (only 0.8 miles, with an elevation gain of 280 feet, which should take 
about 25 minutes) to more difficult climbs such as New Hampshire’s Mount 
Jefferson (2.5 miles, 2,700 feet of elevation gain, 2.5 to 3 hours).
Packed with historical details and personal anecdotes, the book is both 
authoritative and whimsical. On one page, Crabtree offers helpful advice on 
what to pack, what to wear, and what conditions to expect; on another, he 
rhapsodizes on the joy of the post-hike ice cream tradition.
“I have been accused of planning the Denmark Mountain Hikers outings 
around where the nearest ice cream shop or coffee place is located. That is 
an outrageous lie! In truth, I’ve identified nearly all the ice cream shops and 
coffee shops that are conveniently located near any of the hikes that we take, 
and it is purely coincidental that we often stop on the way home from a hike,” 
he writes. 
Crabtree has his priorities in order, on and off the trail.
—Steve Fagin
Henry David Thoreau: A Life
By Laura Dassow Walls
University of Chicago Press, 2017. 615 pages. 
ISBN: 978-0-226-34469-0. 
Price: $35 (hardcover).
“It is only when we forget all our learning 
that we begin to know.” Henry David Thoreau’s 
journal entry for October 4, 1859, offers a perfect 
reason for reading this terrific new biography. If 
Walls’s book is as widely embraced by the public 
as it has been by critics, it will help readers for-
get their “learning”—the simplistic, one-dimen-
sional caricatures of Thoreau that proliferate to this day—and begin to know 
the complex, multilayered man he was in life. With the rigor of a meticulous 
researcher and a novelist’s eye for graceful storytelling, Walls chronicles the 
short but abundant life of a genius who, cut down too soon, could never have 
imagined the amazing length of his reach. 
Walls’s portrayal of Thoreau convincingly separates the myths from the 
man. He was prickly and eccentric but no misanthrope; he was a daily 
saunterer but also a hardworking pencil maker, day laborer, and land surveyor; 
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he never married but helped support his family, cultivated many friends, and 
was a favorite among Concord’s children; and he was a busy, social being who 
never wanted to become a hermit, not even for the two years, two months, 
and two days he lived so famously beside Walden Pond. 
“For emotional balance and sanity,” writes Wall, “Thoreau needed the 
‘skylight’ of Nature. But the very image illustrates that he lived in a richly 
peopled social space, tied to those around him with a network of unbreak-
able chains.”
Though she gives ample credit to the excellent biographers who have 
come before her, notably Walter Harding, Robert D. Richardson, and David 
Robinson, Walls says in her preface, “The Thoreau I sought was not in any 
book, and so I wrote this one.” The Thoreau she sought—and found—was 
the man so many of his contemporaries, including Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 
son Edward, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s son Julian, and the young Louisa May 
Alcott, knew and loved. Seeing him as one of their own (he was the only 
one of the so-called Concord Authors who was actually born in Concord), 
townsfolk felt free to tease and judge him, even as they relied on him to 
build their sheds and fences, cut the village Christmas tree, offer keen insights 
from the dais of the Concord Lyceum, entertain their children on nature 
walks, and expertly survey and record much of Concord’s landscape. Thoreau 
traveled more widely than is generally known, but he never wavered from his 
devotion to his hometown, and he took precious time and energy from his 
own writing to earn money for his family, tend to friends in need, and work 
behind the scenes with neighbors to help transport escaped slaves to freedom. 
Walls says she wished to “bring Thoreau alive for our time.” That she is 
able to highlight his continuing relevance without judging him by today’s 
standards is a testament to her imaginative power and empathy. The creative 
genius and gifted naturalist we find in these pages is certainly familiar. But 
Walls succeeds here in redressing the imbalance (all head and no heart) that 
has long kept Thoreau out of reach for those who see him as too far removed 
from their own experience. 
“Thoreau struggled all his life to find a voice that could be heard despite 
the din of cynicism and the babble of convention,” writes Wall. “That he was 
a loving son, a devoted friend, a lively and charismatic presence who filled 
the room, laughed and danced, sang and teased and wept, should not have 
to be said. But astonishingly, it does, for some deformation of sensibility has 
brought Thoreau down to us in ice, chilled into a misanthrope, prickly with 
spines, isolated as hermit and nag.” 
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Walls tells the story of a much less chilly Thoreau. In rich detail and 
absorbing style, she brings him closer to us, allowing his genius to shine all 
the more brilliantly by showing that it sprang from his deeply felt humanity. 
In struggling to overcome harsh criticism, bitter loss, and debilitating 
illness, Thoreau drew strength from love and joy and from the many human 
relationships that sustained him. The rough edges are still there, but Walls 
helps us understand why, providing a welcome corrective to common wisdom.
It took enormous courage and resilience for Thoreau to persist in his 
original thinking and pursue his own path in the face of relentless pressure to 
conform to others’—most significantly Emerson’s—ideas of who he should be 
and what he should do. All his life, Thoreau was made to stand in Emerson’s 
giant shadow. In the end, it is Emerson’s intellectual brilliance that can feel 
icy, while Thoreau’s passion for life continues to ignite us to action. Only after 
Thoreau died did Emerson, awed by the originality of his friend’s journals, 
realize that the thinker he often undervalued “has surpassed me.” 
Richardson calls Walls’s book “a magnificent—landmark—achievement” 
and “the best all-around biography of Thoreau ever written.” Ideally, having 
freed Thoreau from his block of ice and made him more approachable at 
last, this book will send readers to—or back to—the source. Paying a visit 
to “Walking,” “Civil Disobedience,” or Walden with a fresh perspective is 
the highest tribute one could make to a work that will surely stand as the 
definitive portrayal of an American original.
—Lucille Stott
Thoreau and the Language of Trees
By Richard Higgins
University of California Press, 2017. 230 pages.
ISBN: 978-0-520-29404-2, cloth; 978-0-520-96731-1, 
eBook. Price: $17.98 (cloth); $9.48 (eBook).
As I begin this book, a patient presence of 
white and pitch pines stands ten or so feet from my 
open window. One, a pitch pine, has died, though its 
trunk rises still to 30 feet, and it has become a lure 
for a pileated woodpecker whose exploratory peck-
ings offer a braille I run my hands over, even as their 
poetry eludes me. The other 42 trees of this small, yard-girt woodland vie for 
light, for sky, and they stir whenever the wind blows. Tonight though, they 
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wait, stilled in the late light of this summer’s solstice. Perhaps the owl who 
called from them a few nights ago will visit all of us later. They are of my yard; 
all will outlive me; even the pileated-stippled pitch pine trunk may endure 
decades. Making the acquaintance of these trees takes me beyond myself.
When I taught parts of Thoreau’s work to the sometimes hurried young, I 
had a favorite moment in the semester: Some weeks of reading into the term, 
and some minutes into a class, I closed Walden and asked simply, “Are you 
ready?” Most said yes; a few demurred: “Um . . . for what?” they asked. “Let’s 
go,” I said, and they followed me out from the rectangular classroom, down 
the stairs, and to the door. Once outside, I offered them a choice—find any 
natural object, get comfortable, and concentrate on it (and only it) for ten 
minutes. I’ll let you know when time’s up. 
Most often people picked trees. I would watch them watch their trees. 
Some lay on their backs and looked at the canopied sky; others stood at 
mimicked angle a few feet from the tree; a good number climbed into a 
tree of choice and sat or stretched out upon a limb. A few got inches away 
from the trunk or a twig. For an age group often slandered for their rabbity 
attention, they had remarkably little trouble “getting lost” in their trees. 
When I read their findings later, I realized that some of them had remained 
with the tree for paragraphs well after I’d summoned them back into the usual 
school world of call and response.
I knew of Thoreau’s fondness for and scrupulous attention to trees. What 
I didn’t know was that as I was working with the rudiments of this tree-
teaching, writer Richard Higgins was afoot in nearby Concord and in the 
pages of Thoreau’s journal making a much deeper study. Would that I had 
been able to bring Higgins and his tree-findings to help my classes toward 
their trees.
That is, I realize, a rather lengthy preamble to what I mean to be a praise-
song for Higgins’s new book, Thoreau and the Language of Trees, but I have 
taken a personal route to praise because this attractive, compact volume has 
touched me. Three presences are prominent in its pages: Thoreau, Higgins, 
and a cast of character-trees too numerous to name. Higgins shapes his short 
essays at the outset of each of ten chapters with an appealing clarity, using 
them to introduce small groves of short readings from Thoreau’s writing. 
The trees rise from their words. And they rise also in a generous offering 
of illustrations—photographs (many by Higgins) and, familiar to readers of 
Thoreau’s journals, a scattering of his quick sketches.
Here is an excerpt that perhaps offers enough window into Higgins’s book 
for you to see your way there: 
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Trees brought out another side to Thoreau, one we rarely hear about. They 
stirred a boyish joy in him. He found “an inexpressible happiness” in the woods. 
“Their mirth is but just repressed.” Lichen lifted his spirits, and trees seen from 
a mountain delighted him: “Nothing is so beautiful as the tree tops. A pine or 
two with a dash of vapor in the sky—and our elysium is made.” (p. 36)
When work has confined me, boxed me into its rectangles, I’ve always pointed 
to the reward of a next woods-walk as part of what sustained that work. But 
what Thoreau and his modern companion Higgins have done is to enrich my 
relations with trees, to sharpen my eye, broaden my heart, and encourage my 
narrative impulse to include my patient neighbors. Who may or may not—
who knows?—be patient with me.
I return to the page. Here, deep in the book, I’ve found that noted Thoreau 
scholar Robert Richardson’s first sentence in the Foreword rings true: “There 
is real magic in this book.” 
I look out at my 43 friends a few feet away. So many stories. Now, it is 
time to go out.
—Sandy Stott
Belle Turnbull: On the Life and Work of 
an American Master
By David J. Rothman and Jeffrey R. Villines
Pleiades Press, 2017. 204 pages.
ISBN: 978-0-9641454-9-8. Price: $16 (paperback).
Any book in a series called “Unsung 
Masters” deserves affection even before it’s 
opened. Too many non-masters sing themselves 
too insistently these days. Belle Turnbull was not 
one of them.
She grew up in Colorado Springs in the early 
twentieth century, graduated from Vassar College, then returned to the West, 
where she spent the best years of her life with a lady companion in a log-sided 
Appalachia_WS2018_FINALS_10.30_REV.indd   156 10/30/17   3:10 PM
winter/spring 2018   157
cabin in Breckenridge, Colorado: altitude 9,579 feet, population 300. No 
window, she wrote, “does not face on peaks above timberline.” 
Here she learned to hang haunches of venison, cut firewood, and chart 
the rain and snowfall over 17 years. She studied Breckenridge flora and fauna, 
researched the area’s hard rock mining and gold-dredging. Everything she 
learned went one way or another into her poetry. It was as if Turnbull herself 
was mining.
She wrote only three books of poems, the first published when she was in 
her late 50s, the last (only 15 poems) in her late 80s. But their contents were as 
vast as her views, and in them she created some unforgettable characters: John 
Dorn, a lush young man with eyes “to melt the icicle of mountain pride . . . a 
god that can hum like some great big golden bullfrog.” He crosses the Great 
Divide (the Continental Divide) with naive ambition and the fair-minded 
intention to build a dredging vessel, backed by a man he slowly realizes is 
neither naive nor fair. “Goldboat,” a novella-length poem, is his portrait of 
growth by pain.
Then there is Mr. Probus: cranky, enduring miner with a capacity to 
perfectly frame his world in terse sentences. In an ode to tough mountain 
women, he awkwardly embraces them:
. . . the sunstreams flay
too dainty flesh, But what remains is rare, 
like mountain honey to the mountain bear.
He finds his relish in a rough bouquet.
Other, shorter poems are lucky meditations for the reader:
Long Lease
For since a rock’s a long, long treasure:
a rock, a root, a south exposure:
the loan of these is ours forever.
It is so very pleasant to picture Belle in her cabin, writing out her life, her 
back to the lamp, her head toward the mountains.
—Elissa Ely
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Shelter From the Storm: 
The Story of  
New Zealand’s 
Backcountry Huts
Text and most photographs by 
Shaun Barnett, Rob Brown,  
and Geoff Spearpoint
Craig Potton Publishing,  
Nelson, NZ, 2012. 364 pages. 
ISBN: 978-1-877517-70-9. Price 
$112 (hardcover, coffee table size). 
With a single highly organized system of 1,000 backcountry huts, 
New Zealand (NZ) is the hut capital of the world. By comparison, the United 
States has about 110 huts operating within seventeen different hut-to-hut sys-
tems; Switzerland and Norway each have about 500. This book is a richly 
illustrated, well-researched history of the evolution of New Zealand’s huts.
With more than 400 superb photographs, interesting sidebars, great stories, 
a hut map, bibliography, footnotes, and a good index, this is a treasure trove 
of ideas about places to tramp and a good way to learn about NZ history and 
geography. The introductory essay of this book provides an overview of the 
genesis and roles of huts in New Zealand. This is followed by ten additional, 
highly informative and richly illustrated essays. 
The authors are three of New Zealand’s leading outdoor photographers 
and writers. Shelter From the Storm is highly recommended for academic 
and public libraries serving communities interested in backpacking and 
hiking, outdoor recreation planning, or backcountry architecture. It is also 
recommended for serious backpackers, for students of outdoor culture, and 
for dreamers preparing to spend time tramping in New Zealand.
—Sam Demas
Enter the Waterman Fund Essay Contest by February 2
Appalachia cosponsors an essay contest for emerging writers with the Waterman Fund, 
a nonprofit that fosters the spirit of wildness and strengthens stewardship and under-
standing of the Northeast’s wild places. In 2017, the University Press of New England 
published an anthology of winning and notable essays from the first decade of the 
contest as New Wilderness Voices.
As the world hums along, what wilderness and wildness mean to cultures and individ-
uals changes as well. Guy and Laura Waterman spent their lives exploring, living and 
writing within the boundaries of culture and nature, and through the annual essay 
contest, the Waterman Fund seeks new voices on the role and place of wilderness in 
the modern world. Political turmoil, refugee crises, climate change, 24-hour news ac-
cess, gun violence, racial and religious intolerance, pollution and all the rest play out 
alongside wild mountaintops and deep forests—as such changes always have.
We believe that the silence and adventure found in wild places remain vital to human 
society, even as the world beyond the trailhead becomes freshly fraught.
For the 2018 essay contest, the Waterman Fund invites emerging writers to 
submit personal essays between 2,000 and 3,000 words. The topic is, simply, 
wilderness and wildness. We hope that writers will welcome the freedom of this 
invitation. We look forward to seeing what journeys and perspectives the writing 
of emerging voices guide us toward.
Essays will be accepted through February 2, 2018. The winning essay will be awarded 
$1,500. The runner-up essay will receive $500. Both will be published online and in 
Appalachia. Essay winners will be selected and announced by midsummer 2018. For 
the purposes of this contest, an emerging writer is considered someone who has a solid 
writing background or interest, but has not yet published a major work of prose on 
this topic or been featured in national publications. Send all inquiries and submissions 
to essays@watermanfund.org.
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